






post-liberal	 scholarship	 accessible	 to	 the	 Church.	 He	 seems	 to	 be	







to	 other	 academics	 –	 is	 something	 which	 we	 have	 to	 take	 serious	
account	of,	and	respect	for	what	it	is:	the	sign	of	a	deep	spiritual	and	
intellectual	commitment	and	an	involvement	in	the	very	great	matters	
of	 our	 salvation.	 It	 is	 not	 a	 coincidence	 that	 Wells’	 commitment	
becomes	 apparent	 whenever	 he	 speaks	 of	 the	 commonplace,	 the	
common	people,	and	the	community	which	should	almost	always	be	
the	desired	object	of	living	out	our	Christian	faith.	We	certainly	cannot	
speak	 of	Wells	without	 some	 degree	 of	 respect.	He	 has	 brought	 to	






Conversations with Barth on Preaching, William H. 
Willimon, Nashville, Abingdon Press, 2006, pp. 266, ISBN 
78-06873460. £2..
In	 the	 spring	 of	 1971	 Professor	 Alec	 Cheyne	 of	 New	 College,	
Edinburgh concluded the first year course on the highlights of 2000 
T
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years	of	church	history.	He	entitled	 the	 last	 lecture	‘Some	trends	 in	
contemporary	Christian	 thought’.	When	he	came	 to	Barthianism	he	
hesitated	 and	 asked	 his	 students	 a	 question:	 ‘How	 shall	 I	 lead	 you	
to	 the	 heart	 of	 Barthianism?’	Then	 he	 answered	 his	 own	 question:	
‘Just	breathe	deeply	in	New	College.’	The	class	howled	with	laughter,	
recognising	 that	 Professor	 Cheyne	 was	 aiming	 a	 sly	 dart	 at	 New	
College’s	department	of	Christian	Dogmatics,	which	at	that	time	was	
totally	dominated	by	the	theology	of	Karl	Barth.
Of	 the	students	who	were	privileged	 to	go	 through	New	College	 in	
those	 days	 when	 there	 were	 giants	 in	 Scotland,	 some	 did	 breathe	
deeply	and	eagerly	made	their	own	the	theology	of	the	Word	of	God	











intriguing dialogue with the world of the twenty-first century and 
show	how	he	can	still	contribute	insights	and	wisdom	to	those	who	
would	communicate	Christ	to	a	post-modern	world.
Willimon	 is	 an	 unashamed	 fan	 of	 Barth	 at	 his	 best.	 Those	 of	 us	









aspects	 of	 his	 theology.	 I	 dearly	 love	his	 portrayal	 of	
Christ as the prodigal son. I also find wonderfully 
suggestive	 his	 discussions	 on	 Judas	 and	 election.	
Barth’s	 exegesis	 shows	 the	 fruitfulness	 of	 reading	
scripture	from	a	strictly	theological	point	of	view	and,	
by	 comparison	 with	 much	 contemporary	 academic	
exposition,	the	fruitlessness	of	reading	scripture	without	
any	acknowledged	theological	commitments.
Barth	 once	 remarked,	 ‘The	 true	 exegete	 will	 face	 the	 text	 like	 an	
astonished	child	in	a	wonderful	garden,	not	like	an	advocate	of	God	
who has seen all his files.’ Throughout this book Willimon joins his 
great	teacher	in	awestruck	wonder	at	the	grace	of	God.	Barth	offers	
three	 gifts	 to	 today’s	 preacher:	 a	 rediscovery	 of	 the	 importance	







Willimon’s	 hope	 in	 writing	 this	 book	 is	 that	 preachers	 will	 have	

















elected	 to	mean	more	 than	 they	could,	by	our	efforts,	




Barth’s	 lectures	on	homiletics	are	 famous	or	 infamous	 for	 rejecting	
all	verbal	pyrotechnics,	all	use	of	rhetorical	tricks	to	get	the	message	
across.	The	emphasis	is	on	utter	simplicity.	‘I	listen	to	scripture,’	the	
great	 theologian	 once	 said,	 ‘and	 then	 I	 tell	what	 I	 hear.’	However,	
Willimon	has	read	all	Barth’s	published	sermons	and	has	even	listened	
to	 the	 few	sermons	 that	were	 recorded	as	preached	 to	 the	prisoners	
in	Basel	jail.	The	great	man	did	not	follow	his	own	advice,	but	used	
words	that	were	‘lively,	pastoral	and	energetic’.
The	 lectures	 on	 homiletics	 must	 be	 understood	 in	 context.	 In	 the	
summer semester of 1933 at the height of the conflict between the 
church	 and	Hitler’s	 regime,	Barth	was	being	watched	by	 the	Nazis	
as	he	lectured	in	theology	at	Bonn.	The	Professor	of	Homiletcs	had	
just	declared	his	allegiance	to	the	pro-Nazi	German	Christians.	In	this	







When I first read Barth in a college religion class, I 
was	not	 the	 least	moved	by	what	he	had	 to	 say.	That	
next	summer	a	pastor	in	Germany	told	me	of	how	he,	
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as	 a	 young	 pastor	 in	 the	 1930s	 in	Westphalia,	would	
excitedly hurry home from the post office, clutching in 
his	eager	hands	 the	newest	volume	of	Barth’s	Church 
Dogmatics,	 how	 he	 would	 read	 all	 night	 long	 until	





fireworks Willimon underlines the theme of each of his ten chapters by 
including a sermon of his own. Here is twenty-first century preaching 
at	 its	very	best.	Willimon’s	words	sparkle	on	 the	page.	The	book	is	
worth	the	price	for	these	sermons	alone.
But Barth was a controversial figure and so is Willimon. While 
applauding	 the	 great	 Swiss	 theologian’s	 strong	 emphasis	 on	God’s	
Word,	one	must	express	concern	that	biblical	criticism	is	disregarded	
with	 cavalier	 abandon.	 In	 shoring	 up	 Barthian	 theology	Willimon	













study places Paul in the context of the emperor cult that flourished 
after	 the	victory	of	Augustus	at	Actium	and	argues	 that	 such	views	
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as	Willimon’s	could	not	be	more	mistaken	(see	Crossan	and	Reed’s	
2004	book,	In Search of Paul).	Of	course	the	heart	of	Paul’s	theology	
is	his	encounter	with	the	Risen	Christ,	but	we	cannot	appreciate	the	
Apostle	to	the	Gentiles	apart	from	his	precedents,	his	antecedents,	and	
his	autobiography.	Crossan	and	Reed	conclude	that,	 like	Karl	Barth	
centuries	later,	Paul	shaped	his	message	in	a	way	that	would	challenge	
the	evil	empire	that	was	dominating	society	according	to	standards	far	
removed	from	those	of	Jesus	Christ.	It	is	ironic	that	Willimon,	who	is	
delighted	to	contextualise	Barth,	refuses	to	do	the	same	for	the	author	
of	Romans.
In	1971	I	turned	my	back	on	Barth	and	Dogmatics	in	search	of	a	more	
critical	Christianity.	Today	having	had	my	eyes	opened	by	Willimon’s	
achievement	in	this	book,	I	would	urge	all	who	seek	to	proclaim	the	
gospel	of	Christ	to	take	seriously	Barth’s	massive	contribution	to	the	
preaching	task.
Denis Campbell,
Dublin
